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Chapter 14
Policy Responses in an Unstable Globalized
Economy: Multi-stressed Low-Earning Families
in Singapore
Irene Y.H. Ng and Kong Weng Ho
Introduction
Since the 1980s, the income divide in Singapore has been on an upward trend
(Ng 2010), and more recently, low-skilled wages have been stagnating (Yeoh 2007:
7–12). The 2008 income trends reported by the Department of Statistics showed
that a family in the bottom 10 % earned less than S$1,310 per month or less than
S$340 per capita per month (Department of Statistics Singapore 2009). Compared
to the year 2000 and in real terms, this was a decrease for household earnings and
an increase of only 2 % for per capita earnings.
Traditionally, Singapore has relied on a social protection model based on
economic growth and its trickle down benefits. It provided welfare only to the aged
or disabled, who are unable to work. Heavy investments were and still are being
made in human capital development to meet the economic objectives of growth and
competitiveness, through building quality yet affordable housing, education, and
healthcare. In recent years, as it became more evident that low-wage earners are
finding it harder and harder to eke out a living despite their best efforts, the social
safety net in Singapore was expanded to include workfare.
Workfare, which I define as financial aid conditional on work, began in Singapore
in 2006, when a workfare bonus and the Work Support Program (WSP) were
introduced. The workfare bonus, which in 2007 became a permanent scheme called
the Workfare Income Supplement (WIS), is a cash and savings payout to low-wage
workers (Central Provident Fund Board 2009). WSP offers job placement and other
assistance to remove barriers to work, besides a monthly cash assistance (Ministry of
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Community Development, Youth and Sports 2010b). WIS is available to individuals
whose monthly earnings are $1,500 or less and WSP to those whose household
earnings are $1,500 or less.1 Clearly, workfare is only for earners in the very bottom.
The 2008 global recession put many families in financial difficulties. Real
economic growth slowed from 8.9 % in 2007 to 1.7 % in 2008 and turned negative
to –1.0 % in 2009. The resident unemployment rate increased from 3.2 % in 2008
to 4.3 % in 2009. Although still low relative to other countries, the 34 % increase
from a low base was significant (Department of Statistics Singapore 2011). What
might the plight of bottom earners be during the recession and in the future? What
about low-wage earners whose earnings are not low enough to qualify for workfare?
This paper analyzes the impact of the recession and subsequent policies on low-
wage earners. It is not interested in those in the middle or upper classes. Nor is it
about the poor who cannot work. The focus is on those who are considered to be
work-capable, yet struggle to make ends meet on their stagnating and low wages.
This group is particularly vulnerable in several ways. First, compared to the poor
who cannot work, the social safety net for the working poor is less clear. Some may
argue that the safety net for the nonworking poor is insufficient, but public assistance
for them has at least been permanently in place for decades, with periodic review.
Second, the economic well-being of low-wage earners is increasingly uncertain. The
current skill-biased globalized economic development will continue to erode jobs
and wages of those with low education and skills. Third, economic stress of low
earnings is often interrelated with social factors in the family that compound or are
compounded by low earnings. Hence, the effects being analyzed are socioeconomic
effects; the social and economic effects are interdependent.
The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. First, the socioeconomic conditions
of low-earning families are explicated through a model of the multiple stressors
experienced by low-wage earners. Next, policies and programs introduced in the
aftermath of the 2008 recession are described. The multi-stressed low-earning
family model is then illustrated with statistics and case examples from a pilot study
of recipients of WSP, followed by a presentation of administrative data showing
the duration of WSP assistance, and changes in economic conditions of recipients
before and after WSP. Finally, the policies and programs are discussed in light of
the data showing that recipients of a short-term program are experiencing multiple
disadvantages.
A Model of Multi-stressed Low-Earning Families
Adapting from the family stress model outlined by Conger and Dogan (2007: 433–
460), Fig. 14.1 depicts the multiple stressors on a family in economic hardship.
In Conger and Dogan, economic pressures from financial hardship create familial
1This criterion has been revised in April 2012 to household income not exceeding $1,700 or per
capita income not exceeding $550.
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Fig. 14.1 A model of multi-stressed low-earning families (Note: A simplified version of the model
is also published in Ng 2013)
conflict or withdrawal (leading to separation or divorce) and cause emotional
distress. Such conflict and distress in turn result in child maladjustment. The model
in this paper extends on the family stress model by specifying the kinds of stressors
interrelated with low earnings (indicated by double-headed arrows). The stressors
in the modified model, which I shall name a model of multi-stressed families, were
identified by their repeated attribution in government reports, media articles, the
author’s participant observations at meetings with practitioners, as well as results
from a pilot study with recipients of WSP. The relationships between the stressors
and earnings were also informed by theories and findings in current scholarly
research.
While the stressors identified in the model might affect families independently
of earnings, anchoring family functioning and well-being on earnings is generally
reflective of stressed families in the current economic order. The current world order
is based on the economic market. In an urban society like Singapore in particular,
livelihood depends on employment-based income – either you hire somebody,
somebody hires you, or you hire yourself. Without a job, one has limited means
of sustenance.
There was a time when globalization brought more jobs for everyone in Singa-
pore. Being an open economy meant increasing trade and foreign direct investments,
bringing with them employment opportunities as well as the opportunities to better
education. Today, however, globalization means that low-skilled wages are kept
down by relocation of standardized processes to cheaper destinations and the
importing of foreign workers (Yeoh 2007). This globalized economic order is a
threat to those with low education and irrelevant skills. I use the term “irrelevant
skills” because the skills that are valued in today’s technology-intensive economy
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are very different from the skills of yesteryears. To me, the clog maker or hawker
has skills, but theirs are skills that have been replaced by machines and that are
difficult to scale up to the global mass market. To scale up, they will need the skills
of professionals such as logistics engineers, marketing executives, or web designers.
So at first base, those with low education and irrelevant skills will have greater and
greater difficulty improving their means of living (Page and Simmons 2000).
Another reason for low employability is ill health. Poor health affects one’s
quality of work and also the quantity of time spent at work (Danziger et al. 2002).
If the medical condition was sufficiently serious to be considered a disability, the
individual could receive welfare. However, one might have a medically minor but
chronic condition – such as arthritis or migraine – that affects work but does not
qualify one for government aid. Physical ailments are more deleterious in unskilled
jobs because manual jobs depend more on physical ability. Worse still, a work-
related injury might be the start of one’s chain of job loss after job loss.
Mental health conditions are even less recognized as medical or valid reasons
for missing work or decreased effectiveness at work (Danziger et al. 2002). Again,
such health problems might have resulted from work, as anxiety and depression over
financial difficulties from a low-paying job exacerbates one’s inability to work.
Individuals with low earnings might also struggle with family problems
(Voydanoff 1990: 1099–1115). Long hours at work translate into less family
time, and stress over financial problems put a strain on relationships. In the other
direction, problems at home affect productivity at work (Forthofer et al. 1996:
597–605). Marital conflict might worsen to the point of marital breakup. Yeung and
Hofferth (1998) found that families that experienced substantial income loss were
more likely to divorce or separate. When that happens, pooled resources are split,
putting in particular women with low education and irrelevant skills in a vulnerable
financial situation. Similarly, single parents have much fewer resources for bringing
up children (Lerman 2002).
As economic distress takes its toll on parents’ mental health and marital relation-
ships, parenting is affected too. The result is problems in children’s cognitive-socio-
emotional development as well. Conger and Dogan (2007) related low earnings
to children’s outcomes only through parenting, but since the model here aims to
show the relationship between low earnings and other stressors and not between the
stressors, I simplify the model by a direct bidirectional line between low earnings
and children’s problems. The line is bidirectional because while work problems
affect children’s development, children’s problems such as intensive caregiving for
a sickly child or emergency response to a wayward adolescent take parents’ time
and attention from work.
Difficulty finding gainful employment creates another set of very specific
problems when one turns to unlawful means of living. Criminology studies have
shown the strong correlation between low earnings and crime (Freeman 1999:
3529–3571; Messner et al. 2001: 591–614). Economics of crime literature have also
shown that criminals often flow in and out of crime and employment (Freeman 1999:
3529–3571). Afterall, compared to someone with a high-paying job, they have less
to lose if they are caught and imprisoned. Thereafter, the stigma of a criminal record
becomes a barrier to employment.
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A final set of interrelations are between low education and the other stressors.
Low education has been shown by research to relate with marital relationships,
children’s upbringing (Lareau 2003), and crime (Lochner 2004: 811–843; Lochner
and Moretti 2004: 155–189). Given the importance of education and skills in the
current economy, Fig. 14.1 therefore also shows bidirectional arrows between low
education and family relationships, children, and crime.
While richer families might also face similar social stressors, their financial
resources enable them to purchase services to cope. Health, for example, can be
greatly improved and maintained with preventive care and medication. For the poor,
a minor health condition might be left alone until it needs emergency attention.
The need for caregiving can also be resolved with paid services. When a marriage
breaks up, a woman with low education will have much more difficulties finding
a sustainable livelihood than a more educated woman. In terms of adapting to
income loss, Yeung and Hofferth (1998) found that families with more preexisting
resources, such as income and assets, and living in an area with low unemployment
were more able to adapt by cutting expenses, moving, or increasing work hours of
another family member.
This model of multi-stressed low-earning families leads to two policy impli-
cations. First, temporary assistance focused on financial aid will have limited
effectiveness in uplifting low-earning families. Second, the challenges faced by low-
income families in the current globalized economy transcend economic booms and
recessions and require more structural interventions. This article does not have the
data to evaluate a particular policy or program. Instead it provides an analysis of
the policy responses in Singapore during the 2008 financial crisis in terms of their
possible effects on multi-stressed low-earning families.
Policy Response
The Singapore government responded swiftly to the 2008 recession. The govern-
ment budget for 2009 was announced a month earlier, so that new countermeasures
could be quickly rolled out. The initiatives were bold. For the first time in
Singapore’s history, the budget was so large that the government was to incur a
deficit of 6 % of GDP and had to dip into its reserves. The key initiatives were
aimed at saving companies in order to save jobs. The government shared up to
80 % of the risk of business loans, gave per employee jobs credits to employers,
and lowered the corporate tax rate. Other interventions to safeguard jobs included
a temporary top-up to WIS and expansion of the Skills Program for Upgrading
and Resilience (SPUR). While the former clearly supports low-wage earners, SPUR
was expanded to “step up training across all levels of the workforce, including our
PMETs (professionals, managers, executives, and technicians).” Additional help
for PMETs was introduced, for example, through on-the-job training for fresh
graduates and co-sharing with companies for training of engineering and technical
jobs (Ministry of Finance 2009).
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The initiatives from the then Ministry of Community Development, Youth
and Sports (MCYS) (MCYS has been renamed Ministry of Social and Family
Development with effect from 1 November 2012) during that time recognized the
economic as well social hardships of families. In a press release by MCYS on 21
May 2009, the Ministry listed the target populations of its commitment to “provide
hope and assurance for the needy” as “(a) those who are permanently unable to work
and have no family support; (b) those who are usually able to cope in good times, but
are thrown into distress by the economic downturn; and (c) dysfunctional families
plagued by multiple and chronic problems.” For group (a), public assistance quanta
were increased (Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports 2009a).
For group (b), besides the employment and skills upgrading initiatives previously
highlighted, MCYS made the eligibility and duration of WSP more flexible in order
to extend help to those who were retrenched. ComCare Transitions had also been
introduced the year before, providing “medium-term” help for those who are unable
to work (Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports 2010a).
It was, however, the third group that the Minister for Community Development,
Youth and Sports focused his 2009 budget speech on. Defining dysfunctional
families as “those who experience multiple or severe problems that adversely affect
the well-being of the family,” MCYS would set aside $25 million a year over the
next 5 years to identify at-risk families early, intervene to strengthen their resilience,
and resource the community to better help such families (Ministry of Community
Development, Youth and Sports 2009b). The newest initiative was a pilot Intensive
Case Management program with 150 high-risk families. Social workers would work
with at most 10 families at any one time, a sharply reduced load from regular case
work of 40–50 families (Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports
2009b, c).
Multiple Stressors Experienced by Work Support
Program Recipients
Anchored on the model of multi-stressed low-earning families, how responsive
low-wage earners would have been to the policy initiatives will depend on how
prevalent the multiple stressors are among low-income families in Singapore. An
indication that the model does hold is provided by a pilot research study of recipients
of the Work Support Program. As introduced earlier, WSP provides financial and
other assistance to recipients who are work-able. For families with children below
18 years of age, case management is provided. A case officer draws up an action plan
of steps to take in consultation with the family to enable them to become financially
independent and monitors the progress of the family in achieving action steps.
The action items in the case management framework cover seven areas that might
act as barriers to financial independence, including employment, finance, health,
children, shelter, food, and social support. Case managers refer clients to relevant
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Table 14.1 Pilot WSP
respondents by Community
Development Council and sex
CDC/sex Male Female Total
Northeast 3 5 8
Northwest 2 10 12
Southeast 5 6 11
Southwest 2 3 5
Central 3 11 14
Total 15 35 50
agencies when a particular area of need is identified. WSP is a voluntary program,
where recipients have to apply for assistance. It is disbursed by five Community
Development Councils (CDCs) which are distributed across Singapore to represent
different geographical areas.
The pilot was conducted to test the survey questionnaire and the interview guide
for a longitudinal study that would follow WSP recipients from program entry until
3 years after they leave the program. The pilot also served as a starting point to
understand the backgrounds of WSP recipients. The study focused on recipients who
were being case managed and who therefore had children younger than 18 years old.
The pilot surveyed 50 recipients who had been placed on WSP for less than a month.
It also conducted more in-depth interviews with five of the recipients.
Beginning in September 2009, names of approved applicants were given by
the CDCs. Applicants were contacted to participate in the research until January
2010, when 50 respondents was reached. Respondents were selected to have a
representation by CDC, sex of recipient, and ethnicity of respondent. Table 14.1
provides the distribution of the 50 respondents by the CDCs and sex.2 The numbers
reflect roughly the relative sizes of the CDCs and sex profile of the applicants.
Table 14.2 reveals high prevalence rates in each of the stressors among respon-
dents. While providing a helpful appreciation for the life struggles of WSP
recipients, it must be noted that due to the small sample size, the results cannot
be taken as representative of WSP recipients in general.
Consistent with the criteria for receiving assistance through WSP, the top reasons
given for what prompted respondents of the pilot study to apply for assistance
included utilities (54 %), mortgage/rental (44 %), and other arrears (44 %), followed
by job loss (26 %). Mean household income was $1,061 per month, with a minimum
reported of $20 and maximum $2,300. Income from other sources besides work
amounted to an average of $238.58. Dividing by household size gives a per capita
income of only $304.48. These numbers suggest that WS families are among the
bottom tenth percentile of the income distribution, with a few exceptions whose
earnings were higher. According to the Income Trends Report by the Department
of Statistics (2009), the tenth percentile monthly income from work in 2008 was
$1,310 for the whole household and $340 per household member. In contrast, the
mean income levels of the pilot sample were lower, and it included nonwork income
such as financial aid and informal support.
2Statistics on ethnicity will not be published.
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Table 14.2 Socioeconomic statistics of 50 Work Support recipients
No. % Mean Min Max N
Reasons for approaching CDC
Owed too much utility bills 27 54 50
Owed HDB too much mortgage/rent arrears 22 44 50
Owed too much of other bills 22 44 50
Lost his/her job 13 26 50
Income per month
Household income $1,060.72 $20 $2,300 44
Income from nonwork sources $238.58 $0 $850 37
Per capita household income $304.48 $6.67 $2,300 44
Past year employment status
Males less than full time 14 36 39
Females less than full time 29 67 43
Main reasons for males less than full-time
work
Ill health or disability 4 29 14
Criminal record 4 29 14
Need more education 2 14 14
No jobs available 2 14 14
Main reasons for females less than full-time
work
Prefer/need to stay at home with children 13 45 29
Need to care for ill/disabled child/children 6 21 29
Cost of child care 4 14 29
Ill health or disability 4 14 29
Highest educational level attained
PSLE and below 26 52 50
“N” level/ITE 19 38 50
“O” level 2 4 50
“A” level/diploma 3 6 50
Degree and above 0 0 50
Physical health
Has chronic health condition that limits
work
21 44 48
Mental health
Generally depressed 18 37 49
Generalized anxiety disorder 23 47 49
Marital status
Divorced 9 18 50
Child’s health
Has a child with a physical, learning, or
mental health condition that limits
regular activities
16 33 48
Asthma 8 16 50
Learning/behavioral problem 4 8 50
Mental retardation 3 6 50
(continued)
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Table 14.2 (continued)
No. % Mean Min Max N
Mental/emotional illness 3 6 50
Child’s physical, learning, or mental health
Interfered work or regular activities
11 24 46
Parenting
Completely agree that being a parent is harder than I
thought
26 52 50
Completely agree with feeling trapped by
responsibility as a parent
18 37 49
Completely agree that taking care of child (children)
is much more work than pleasure
13 26 50
Completely agree with often feeling tired, worn out,
or exhausted from raising a family
13 26 50
Completely agree with all four statements 6 12 50
Criminal record
Criminal record 11 22 50
Spouse with a criminal record or is in prison 6 12 50
In the past year, combining responses on self and spouse, 36 % of male
respondents worked less than full time. Their reasons for working less than full
time included needing more education, unavailability of jobs, ill health or disability,
criminal record, transportation problems, and needing to stay at home with children.
For females, 67 % worked less than full time. The most common reason given
was the need to stay at home with children (45 %). Another two common reasons
included ill health or disability and the need to care for a sick or disabled child.
These reasons echo the stressors in the model.
Other questions in the survey reveal that the stressors in the model applied to
many respondents. Respondents had very low education: about half had only PSLE
as their highest qualification and none had a degree. Many respondents were in
poor physical health, with 44 % reporting a chronic health or medical condition
that prevents them from attending work, affecting their work performance, or
preventing them from regular exercise. Common conditions cited included arthritis,
asthma, back problems, headaches, and high blood pressure. Divorce rate among
the respondents (18 %) was higher than the national average of 0.8 % (Ministry of
Community Development, Youth and Sports 2009d). Mental health of respondents
was also poor. Applying the Kessler-6 psychological distress scale, 37 % of the pilot
respondents could be considered emotionally depressed (Kessler et al. 2002: 959–
976; ˛ D 0.89). Further, 47 % met the conditions for generalized anxiety disorder –
being worried more than half the time, finding it difficult to control worry, and at
least having three of six symptoms of anxiety (Liebowitz 1996: 432–436; ˛ D 0.72).
A substantial number also had challenges bringing up children. In a set of four
statements indicating difficulties in parenting, six out of 50 respondents completely
agreed with all four statements. 33 % had a child with a physical, learning, or mental
health condition that limited regular activities. The most commonly cited conditions
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included asthma (8), learning/behavioral problems (4), mental retardation (3), and
mental or emotional illness (3). Finally, a high percentage of respondents had
criminal records, with 11 % self-reporting a criminal record and 12 % reporting
that spouse had a criminal record or were in prison.
While the statistics from the pilot study show high rates among WSP respondents
of individual stresses in life, how many of them face multiple stressors? All the
respondents had low earnings. This is one source of stress. Six other sources of
stress were aggregated. They included low education (highest education level at
PSLE), poor physical health (health limited work), poor mental health (depressed
and generalized anxiety disorder), single parenthood, children problems, and self or
spouse with criminal record. Including low earnings, the mean, median, and mode
number of stressors experienced by respondents was three. Sixteen (32 %) faced
four or more types of stressors. More strikingly, the majority of the respondents
experienced three or more stressors, that is, two other stressors besides low earnings.
Two out of the five cases where in-depth interviews were conducted provide a
richer picture of the multiple stresses these vulnerable families were experiencing.
The two cases illustrate two kinds of multi-stressed families. For family B, they
were just getting by, but one trigger event unraveled into a series of events including
imprisonment, job loss, and piling arrears. For family C, several series of events led
to one episode of financial hardship after another.
Mr B (29 years old) and Mrs B (26 years old) have five young children, aged 7,
5, 4, 3, and 2. They got into financial difficulties just as things were looking up:
Based on the husband’s work as a delivery man, they had just saved up enough money to
purchase a HDB flat. However, the new mailing address from the flat purchase triggered the
authorities to dispatch notices of unpaid compounded parking summons incurred several
years ago with a former company. The former boss was supposed to pay the fines but did
not. Unable to pay the fines, Mr B was sentenced to jail and had his driving license, his
primary source of livelihood, suspended. They then had to sell their flat because they could
not make regular housing loan payments. Life began to sink rapidly as Mr B was in jail for
a period and could not find a job after his release. (Ng et al. 2010)
With education only up to primary 6, a criminal record, and driving his only
skill, Mr B felt frustrated idling at home instead of working. Mrs B had an ‘N’ level
qualification. However, as she had to fetch her young children to and from school
and look after them, she could only take on part-time jobs. Both, however, aspired
to move out of their rental apartment into a bigger apartment of their own. They also
tried not to skimp too much in spending on their children.
Ms C (28 years old) was in her second marriage and had three young children,
aged 9, 5, and 4. Her husband (40 years old) had a criminal record. Both had studied
only up to primary 6. Ms C had also experienced financial hardship in her first
marriage, when she was married to her first husband who was a drug addict and was
in and out of prison. Ms C is under treatment for diabetes and depression. However,
she had stopped working not because of her ill health, but because her husband had
found a full-time job and one of them needed to stay at home to take care of the
children. One of the children had bronchitis. However, her husband lost his job due
to a heart problem, and this triggered them to apply for government assistance.
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From Administrative Data: Program Information of WSP
Recipients Who Exited in 2009
That WSP adopts a case management approach suggests that the program has the
potential for working with recipients on their different stressors that prevent work.
However, MCYS is also clear in its publicity that WSP is meant to be a temporary
program. The maximum duration of assistance is 24 months. With administrative
data from MCYS on WSP recipients who completed WSP in 2009 (and therefore
a different group from the pilot sample who started WSP at the end of 2009), this
section shows the temporary nature of WSP and the lack of change in recipients’
economic situation before and after the program.
Table 14.3 reports the mean duration of WSP assistance for recipients exiting the
program in 2009. On average, WS participants received 6.72 months of assistance
in 2009. A very low percentage of the WS participants, with an average of 1.20 %
in 2009, reached the maximum of 24 months of assistance. Table 14.4 provides
supporting evidence that WS had been an interim program aimed to deal with short-
term economic stress, as the average duration of assistance was slightly more than
half a year.
Table 14.4 gives the mean change in gross3 monthly household income, gross
monthly individual income, total household expenditure, and total debt4 between
the time of entry into and exit from the program of WSP recipients who completed
the program within the year 2009. Overall, the changes are in the desired directions,
with increases in income and decreases in expenses and debt. However, with large
standard deviations, no indicator is statistically different from zero. In other words,
Table 14.3 Mean duration in
program of recipients who
exited WSP in 2009 Months of exit
Months in
program
Percent with duration
24 months and above (%)
Jan–Mar 8.10 1.32
N D 228 (6.56)
Apr–Jun 6.08 1.58
N D 252 (5.32)
Jul–Sep 6.06 0.92
N D 434 (4.45)
Oct–Dec 7.05 1.20
N D 415 (4.93)
Note: N refers to the sample size for each quarter. The
sample sizes reported in Table 14.3 are different from
those reported in Table 14.4 because of missing observa-
tions in some variables. Figures in parentheses refer to the
standard deviations
3Gross income refers to income before deduction of contribution to one’s Central Provident Fund
(CPF), a compulsory savings scheme.
4Total debt includes mortgage, rent, utilities, and conservancy charges.
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Table 14.4 Mean change in income, expenditure, and debt between program entry and exit
of recipients who exited WSP in 2009
Exit months
Change in gross
monthly
household
income (S$)
Change in gross
monthly
individual
income (S$)
Change in
monthly
household
expenditure (S$)
Change in total
debt (S$)
Jan–Mar 191 114 93 85
N D 199 (739) (445) (497) (12,359)
Apr–Jun 369 180 49 1,924
N D 223 (1,140) (587) (474) (13,422)
Jul–Sept 335 239 195 633
N D 394 (932) (651) (1,050) (13,680)
Oct–Dec 412 183 73 572
N D 364 (841) (982) (512) (7,391)
Note: N refers to the sample size for each quarter. The changes are expressed in Singapore
dollars S$. Figures in parentheses refer to the standard deviations
there was no improvement in their household income or individual income and no
reduction in household expenditure or total debt. It could be that their economic
performance might have worsened without participation in WSP. However, noting
that late 2008 was when the global financial crisis hit and that recovery began in
late 2009, the lack of change in WSP recipients’ economic performance might also
suggest that the struggles of many in this group and the assistance to them transcend
economic trends.
Discussion
How much did the postrecession policy responses help multi-stressed families?
I would like to offer three observations. First, the recession was both a bane and
a boon to multi-stressed families. At the same time that it increased their risk of
financial hardship through retrenchment or pay cut, the recession also increased
government and societal aid to them. Where assistance used to be restrictive and
stringently guarded, they became more generous in criteria and amounts during the
recession. Figure 14.2 gives the numbers of WSP (self-reliance) applications from
quarter four of 2008, around when the financial crisis hit, to the third quarter of
2009. It shows the high numbers of applications at the end of 2008 and beginning
of 2009 and the tapering off in the second half of 2009. While WSP increased its
intake such that approval rates were slightly higher than usual, the much larger
number of applications during the peak of recession also implies that a larger
number of people who requested assistance did not receive help through WSP. They
might have received help through other programs and agencies, but the programs
in the recession package were well targeted for those at the bottom as well as
for professionals. Low-wage earners who did not clearly meet the criteria for
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Fig. 14.2 Applications to Work Support self-reliance, 2008 Quarter 4–2009 Quarter 3 (Source:
Data provided by MCYS)
assistance through programs such as WIS, ComCare Transitions, or WSP might
have received inadequate assistance. These might include workers who had their
wages cut suddenly, but not to levels below the eligibility criteria of the programs.
My second observation is that policies and programs introduced during the
recession were probably effective to help many families tide through the recession,
but not (1) some families with multiple challenges and not (2) families through
longer-term hardships. For one, the programs introduced in response to the recession
would be slowly withdrawn. However, for the low-wage multi-stressed household,
the problems of stagnating wages and employability are permanent problems and
not problems during the recession only. Further, multi-stressed families face not
just economic problems, but other social challenges that nevertheless affect their
economic functioning. The results of the pilot survey of WS recipients reflect
this. The pilot was conducted in the last quarter of 2009, when the worst of the
recession ended. However, the WSP pilot findings clearly show that respondents
were experiencing multiple challenges that go beyond recession woes, challenges
such as own and children’s health, and criminal history. Although Intensive Case
Management was introduced to help families facing multiple problems, currently it
is targeted only for families facing the most challenging issues, while WSP provides
only interim help. The results from the WSP administrative data in 2009 bears this
out. Duration of assistance is short, and economic conditions of recipients did not
significantly improve.
My third observation is that low-earning multi-stressed families need help
beyond recession measures and economic assistance. Commentators such as Tan
(2009) have cautioned that to be forward-looking, the plight of low-skilled workers
would be a continuing challenge requiring government intervention. The Singapore
government is well aware of this challenge. On 1 February 2010, the Economic
Strategies Committee (ESC) released its recommendations for Singapore’s eco-
nomic development. With the aim “to sustain Singapore’s development as well
as ensure that growth is inclusive” (Economic Strategies Committee 2010), its
prescription for inclusive growth included the following two noteworthy proposals
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for low-wage workers: (a) increasing productivity through innovation, continued
education and training (CET), and reducing reliance on foreign workers and (b)
reviewing the WIS (Chia 2010). Through these efforts, low-wage workers would be
supported for working, and their earnings could be improved by higher productivity.
The Singapore government is also well aware of the social struggles of low-
income families, besides economic distress. Social programs such as Intensive Case
Management and WSP were introduced exactly in recognition that families need to
be helped holistically in various manners.
These initiatives are promising. They target the socioeconomic factors that have
been identified as key to social and economic functioning. However, the current
policies to support multi-stressed low-income families might be insufficient for two
reasons. First, while the policy as stated looks adequate, how recipients are helped
ultimately depends on the implementation of the policies. As a first example, many
programs in Singapore continue to emphasize self-reliance with temporary help
from the government although low wage and employability are structural problems
that will likely worsen. On the WSP website, the words “if your household needs
assistance to tide over a difficult period” clearly spell out that help is only for
a temporary duration (Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports
2010b). While such a position has well-founded wisdom in preventing dependency,
evaluation results in the USA have shown unsustainable self-sufficiency in welfare-
to-work programs, especially from those that gave lower amounts of assistance
(Hamilton et al. 2001; Swartz and Corbett 2001; Department of Workforce Devel-
opment 2001; Nightingale and Mikelson 2000; Piliavin et al. 2003). Well-known
poverty experts in the USA such as Sheldon Danziger, William Julius Wilson, and
Peter Gottschalk have begun proposing the need for a “guaranteed work” policy
(Page and Simmons 2000: 224). Due to the eroding of jobs and earnings of low-
wage workers, workfare programs will have limited effectiveness, especially for
workers who face multiple barriers to work, because they predicate on jobs being
available. Therefore, government assistance might need to go beyond mandating
work to providing work.
As a second example of implementation making a difference, the case manage-
ment aspect of WSP is important in addressing the various barriers to employment
that recipients might have. However, how the case management is conducted could
make a crucial difference. A collection of articles on welfare-to-work programs in
different countries in Hoefer and Midgley (2006) found that the USA (generally)
emphasizes mandates and sanctions, whereas the UK apparently takes a more
support-oriented approach. From the perspective of the multi-stressed model, the
UK way should be more effective, since it is more empathic towards the stressful
experiences of recipients. The Singapore Work Support Program seems more similar
to the US model. After all, we started workfare-type schemes not from a welfare
model, but from a work-based model. Welfare in the form of public assistance in
Singapore had been stringently guarded. We had no safety net for those who were
working but poor. So in introducing WIS and other workfare schemes such as WSP,
we came with a philosophy of mandating work. In the case management in WSP,
recipients sign an action plan with their case officer, which case officers monitor.
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The third example of implementation affecting effectiveness of policies high-
lights some limitations that might arise from how the government will roll out
the ESC recommendations. The ESC recommendations rightly target the macro-
level structural issues of earnings and employment cautioned by evaluation studies
and poverty experts. The implementation question is how to improve employment,
productivity, and wage of the low skilled. At first base, as pointed out by Law
Professor Tan (2010), there are “severe constraints in significantly raising the
productivity of low-skilled workers.” Indeed, a recommendation to enhance WIS
is recognition of this fact. One of the ways mooted to improve productivity is to
increase the foreign workers’ levy. To this, Economist Lim (2010) cautioned that
raising the foreign workers’ levy might have similar effects to the high labor costs
in the 1980s that were said to have contributed to the subsequent recession. For
some low-wage earners, the upward push in wages in this scenario might mean
unemployment. This brings us back to the conundrum of workfare: no job, no
workfare. The current recommendations to improve productivity, in particular for
those with low skills, are largely employment based, through MNCs and SMEs.
Economist Choy’s (2010) suggestion to promote “home-grown businesses catering
to domestic demand” could be given further thought as an alternative to supporting
a means of living for those with low skills. One shift away from employment-based
assistance for low-income earners might be to provide more support to starting and
sustaining small local businesses such as hawker stalls and retail stores. All in all, it
remains to be seen how the policies will be adopted and, later on, how they will be
implemented.
The second reason for the inadequacy of current social policies to help low-wage
earners is that the focus might be too narrow, in terms of eligibility by income as
well as by “dysfunction.” For the former, stagnating of median wages puts many
who do not meet the $1,500 earnings cutoff in economic hardship. For the latter,
MCYS classifies families who need interim help such as WSP differently from
dysfunctional families who need intensive help. However, the pilot survey results
of WSP recipients indicate that individuals who have been placed in WSP also face
multiple challenges that require assistance from multiple sources. As highlighted
above, while WSP does provide case management for families with children, the
case management might be focused more on mandating compliance than dealing
with the social issues. As a program with the aim to support work, the emphasis on
job placement might also insufficiently deal with the social issues that the multi-
stressed model indicates that directly affect work effort.
Figuring out how effective the social policies and programs really are would
require rigorous research. One would need a longitudinal study of the families
before, during, and after the recession to answer this question. A longitudinal study
of Work Support recipients is currently underway. Evaluation research of other
policies and programs would provide a knowledge pool to tease out the effects
of various programs individually or in accumulation and in response to different
socioeconomic trends.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, the policies in Singapore have probably helped to stave off poverty for
many low-income households. However, as the economy picks up and government
assistance shrinks back, the problems faced by multi-stressed low-earning families
will be insufficiently addressed by the current slate of social policies. The problems
faced by this population are structural and would only worsen as skill-biased
globalized development continues its course. The challenges that this population
struggle with are also social and interconnected in nature, calling for social and
multisystemic solutions. The current economic-centric and growth-oriented policies
will not only inadequately address the needs of this population but even contribute to
exacerbating their condition. Lim (2009), for example, argues the case for “growth
for people” instead of “people for growth” that lower growth might be necessary in
order that growth is distributed among beneficiaries.
The Singapore government is keenly aware of the tensions in growth and social
protection, and the recent ESC recommendations have acknowledged the need for
inclusive growth. Without a doubt, there will be more investments to improve the
social safety net and support for families in distress. The question would be how
much more relative to investments in pursuing high growth. It remains to be seen
how willing the Singapore government would be to forego the venerable aim of
maintaining competitiveness and growth. With new questions like these coming up,
good and rigorous research becomes key to understanding the social and economic
impacts of socioeconomic trends and policies.
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